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Abstract 
This study uses critical discourse analysis through the lens of socialist and intersectional 
feminism to explore the ways union locals representing graduate student workers in the post-
secondary sector in Ontario address sexual violence. I also explore how these union locals 
support and engage in activism related to sexual violence, what discourses are present in their 
efforts, and what is missing. My primary data source was original tweets within a four-year time 
frame between March 8, 2016 and March 8, 2020 from graduate student worker union locals at 
six Ontario universities. The union locals in my sample were: CUPE 3903 at York University, 
CUPE 2626 at University of Ottawa, CUPE 4207 at Brock University, PSAC 610 at Western 
University, PSAC 555 at Ontario Tech University (UOIT), and CUPE 3905 at Lakehead University. 
Twitter was used as the data source due to its textual nature and common use among many 
unions to publicly display their advocacy efforts and share updates. The data consists of 108 
tweets in total with a large variation in the number of tweets between unions. The Twitter data 
shows that union locals address sexual violence and engage in activism in various ways, 
including organizing events, tweeting about post-secondary institutions, showing solidarity with 
other sexual violence activist efforts, updating their members on union-specific matters, 
providing tangible support for survivors, and other miscellaneous activities such as sharing 
articles and petitions. The discourses present in the tweets mostly counter traditional 
oppressive discourses. The majority of the tweets mentioning gender acknowledge and validate 
gender diversity, most of the tweets about institutions are critical of the institutions in which 
they are embedded, and most tweets explicitly name sexual violence and related forms of 
violence. However, there is insufficient content that shows how the unions view sexual 
violence, so it is unclear whether they believe it is an individual issue that the police should 
handle or a systemic issue that should be addressed collectively; and there are more tweets 
stating vague commitments without action than those showing concrete actions to fight sexual 
violence. The gaps in the data include little to no content from PSAC 555 at UOIT and CUPE 
3905 at Lakehead, little direct intersectional analysis or connection of sexual violence to 
capitalism and precarious labour, and no analysis about the particulars of sexual violence within 
the specific context of graduate student labour. From my analysis of the data, I have come up 
with nine recommendations for union locals to effectively address sexual violence, support 
survivors, and dismantle rape culture. 
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Introduction 
This research project explores the ways that union locals representing graduate student 
workers in the post-secondary sector in Ontario have been addressing sexual violence since 
March 8, 2016, which is the passage of Bill 132. Bill 132 is a law that requires all universities in 
Ontario to implement campus sexual violence policies and review them every three years with 
input from students (Bill 132, 2016). This study focuses on union locals comprised of graduate 
students working as teaching assistants (TAs), research assistants (RAs), instructional assistants 
(IAs), and other positions, because these union members are both students and workers at the 
same time in the same institution. The precarity of graduate student labour and the power 
dynamics with faculty make graduate student workers especially vulnerable to sexual violence 
(Jaffe, 2018). The complexities of being both workers and students has rarely been addressed in 
previous literature or policies that are relevant to students and employees in the post-
secondary sector.  
This topic is important because campus sexual violence activism, which has been 
happening since the 1960s, has become more salient in recent years due to numerous high-
profile cases in universities across Canada (Quinlan et al., 2017). Universities are considered 
“hot spots” (Fogel, 2017) for sexual violence against students, where one in four women and 
one in six men experience sexual violence (DeKeseredy et al., 1993; Khan et al., 2019). Trans, 
non-binary, and two-spirit students experience higher levels of sexual violence due to 
transphobia and colonialism (Khan et al., 2019; Welsh et al., 2020). Campus culture promoting 
sexual violence in the context of athletics, hazing rituals, alcohol consumption, and parties, as 
well as a disconnect from the community due to young and transitory student populations, 
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contribute to the prevalence of sexual violence (Quinlan et al., 2016; Fogel, 2017). Studies note 
the high frequency of sexual violence among undergraduate students (DeKeseredy et al., 1993) 
by other students, which has not declined since the 1990s (Senn et al., 2014). Graduate 
students are also highly susceptible to sexual violence, particularly from faculty, because 
graduate students often work more closely with faculty members as students (Cantalupo & 
Kidder, 2017; Rosenthal et al., 2016) and as workers (Jaffe, 2018). In response to the high rates 
of sexual violence on post-secondary campuses, governments have implemented policies for 
universities to address the issue, including Bill 132 in Ontario (Bill 132, 2016). However, 
regardless of legislation, university administrations have been heavily criticized by survivors, 
activists, and scholars for their inadequate policies and retraumatizing responses to sexual 
violence (Mackenzie, 2017; Quinlan et al., 2017; Salvino et al., 2017). The trauma of sexual 
violence, as well as negative responses to disclosures, can impact students’ well-being, 
academic performance, and career aspirations (Stermac et al., 2017). Among graduate students 
especially, sexual violence from faculty can impact their academic careers and push them out of 
academia. Faculty members have significant influence over students’ career prospects due to 
closer relationships that are necessary to build for recommendation letters (Jaffe, 2018). 
Therefore, given the high prevalence of sexual violence, the unique vulnerability of graduate 
students, and the traumatic impacts, it is critical for graduate student worker union locals to 
address sexual violence, since it is likely to impact many of their members. 
Social and Environmental Justice Context 
The topic is relevant to social justice and community engagement because many unions 
are considered social justice organizations that engage with the community in addition to the 
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workplace. Simply put, there are two main approaches to unionism: business and social1. 
Business unionism focuses primarily on negotiating work-related matters such as wages, 
working conditions, and benefits. The social unionism model goes beyond strictly advocating for 
workplace issues and addresses larger social and community issues and connects them to the 
workplace and the labour movement (Ross, 2008). Many union locals representing graduate 
student workers have adopted the social unionism model and have supported other 
movements by writing solidarity statements (“Solidarity Letters,” n.d.), donating to non-profits 
(“GMM Update,” 2019), supporting and participating in community-labour coalitions and 
supporting mass rallies. This study aims to understand how these union locals have supported 
and engaged in activism against sexual violence to inform how they can better engage in this 
activism, as well as how they can communicate their efforts to the public. 
Research Questions 
The study aims to answer the central question: "What are union locals representing graduate 
student workers doing to address sexual violence?”, along with the following sub-questions: 
• How do these union locals support and engage in activism against sexual violence? 
• What discourses do these union locals use when addressing sexual violence? 
• What gaps are present in these union locals’ efforts to address sexual violence? 
Scope 
This research project explores the efforts of union locals in the post-secondary sector 
that have graduate students working as teaching assistants (TAs), research assistants (RAs), 
 
1 I acknowledge that there are other approaches similar to the social unionism model, including social movement 
unionism and mobilization unionism (Chiasson-Lebel & Pepin, 2017), but the complexities around variations of 
union models will not be discussed in this paper, as this is not the main focus.  
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graduate assistants (GAs), and instructional assistants (IAs), among other positions, as 
members. These will be referred to as “union locals” or “graduate student worker union locals” 
throughout this paper. The union locals in my sample are located in universities within Ontario, 
and I only look at publicly available data on the union locals’ Twitter accounts showing how 
they have addressed sexual violence since Bill 132 passed. I chose Bill 132 as the starting point 
because mandating university sexual violence policies with student input gives student-run 
social justice organizations, including graduate student worker union locals, more ways to 
engage in activism and hold institutions and perpetrators accountable through policy advocacy 
and consultations. For this study, I use the definition of sexual violence stated in Bill 132 (2016), 
which is: 
Any sexual act or act targeting a person's sexuality, gender identity or gender 
expression, whether the act is physical or psychological in nature, that is committed, 
threatened or attempted against a person without the person's consent, and includes 
sexual assault, sexual harassment, stalking, indecent exposure, voyeurism and sexual 
exploitation. 
Literature Review 
Three overarching themes are present in previous research: early feminists’ 
contributions to the labour movement, activist responses to campus sexual violence, and 
academic labour union responses to campus sexual violence. This literature review will also 
identify gaps in the literature that the present study aims to fill. 
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Feminist Union Activism 
Graduate student worker union locals can be considered social unions due to their 
engagement in social and community activism and support for other struggles. A ‘social union’ 
connects workplace issues with  broader social and community issues to frame its activism 
(Ross, 2008). The development of the social unionism model, especially in the public sector, can 
be credited to the efforts of early socialist feminists (Warskett, 2001; Briskin, 1994; Ross, 2008). 
The socialist feminist analysis of the connection between production and reproduction 
“provided a foundation for the radical challenge to business unionism about what constitutes a 
legitimate union issue” (Briskin, 1994, p. 96). Researchers have explored women’s contributions 
to the labour movement, including addressing gendered issues and organizing separately 
(Warskett, 2001; Briskin, 1994; Ledwith, 2012; Kainer, 2006; Ross, 2008).  
Addressing Gendered Issues in the Workplace and Unions 
Studies show that prior to the feminization of the labour force, unions were typically 
male-dominated and ignored issues affecting working women such as sexual harassment, 
maternity leave, wage gaps, and subordination. Women joining the labour force in large 
numbers, especially after the Second World War but even more so into the 70s, and 80s 
(Sangster, 2010), led them to joining unions to advocate for pay equity, opportunities for 
advancement, sexual harassment protocols, and maternity leave benefits (Warskett, 2001; 
Briskin, 1994; Ross, 2008). They also challenged sexism within unions themselves through “the 
inclusion of sexual harassment procedures in union constitutions” (Briskin, 1994, p. 97) and 
“confronting... subordination and invisibility [of women] in the unions” (Warskett, 2001, p. 
331). 
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Most of the research on unions organizing around gendered issues is in a historical 
context and little research is specific to the post-secondary sector. One study by Varpalotai 
(2010) looks at the role of collective bargaining in ensuring gender equity among university 
faculty. Varpalotai (2010) highlights the inclusion of procedures on harassment, discrimination, 
parental leave benefits, childcare, income security, promotion and tenure, and employment 
equity in her faculty association’s collective agreement. She also notes the significance of 
representation and strategies at the negotiating table when she writes, “without a shift in who 
is negotiating, and how they negotiate, there may be little change in what is negotiated” 
(Varpalotai, 2010, p. 8). These findings are consistent with what Warskett (2001), Briskin (1994), 
and Ross (2008) have written about the role of feminism in improving gender equity in the 
workplace and unions. 
Women’s Separate Organizing 
Another important role that feminists played in developing social unionism was 
organizing separately within unions by forming women’s committees and organizing women-
only conferences and other events (Ledwith, 2012; Briskin, 1994; Warskett, 2001). This strategy 
was somewhat controversial, as it garnered both strong opposition and support (Ledwith, 
2012). Warskett (2001) states that organizing separately “allowed women to develop the skills, 
knowledge and confidence needed to take their full place in their unions...where union women 
can strategize about getting their demands on to the bargaining table and the convention 
floor.” (p. 333). However, a challenge with separate organizing was balancing integration into 
the unions with exercising autonomy. It has also sometimes led to these committees being 
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marginalized and taken less seriously than the central union leadership focusing strictly on 
workplace concerns (Warskett, 2001; Ledwith, 2012).  
In post-secondary institutions, Varpalotai (2010) discusses the role of university status 
of women committees, in addition to collective bargaining, in promoting gender equity in 
academia. She argues that “Ongoing vigilance and pressure from women‘s groups, including 
status of women committees, keeps both faculty unions and administrators mindful of these 
issues” (Varpalotai, 2010, p. 14). This confirms the other researchers’ arguments about the 
significance of women’s separate organizing in unions to address gendered issues, including 
sexual violence. This is especially important in sectors where sexual violence is prevalent, such 
as the post-secondary sector. 
Activist Responses to Campus Sexual Violence 
Sexual violence is rampant in post-secondary institutions, where one in four women and 
one in six men experience sexual violence (DeKeseredy et al., 1993; Khan et al., 2019). Students 
who are transgender, non-binary, and two-spirit experience disproportionately higher levels of 
sexual violence (Khan et al., 2019; Welsh et al., 2020). The rates are also disproportionately 
high among queer, racialized, Indigenous, disabled, and young students (Khan et al., 2019; 
Welsh et al., 2020). University administrations’ responses to sexual violence on campus are 
lacking (MacKenzie, 2017; Quinlan et al., 2017). As a result, there has been a surge in research 
and activism by students, faculty, and community members. They call for survivor-centric 
responses and policies, more effective preventative measures, and more qualified staff to 
handle sexual violence cases and provide policy input (Quinlan et al., 2017).  
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Criticisms of University Responses  
Researchers, survivors, and activists have widely criticized university policies and 
responses to sexual violence. Previous literature develops the concept of “institutional 
betrayal” to describe how university administrations respond to survivors who report sexual 
violence. Institutional betrayal refers to institutions’ responses to sexual violence reports that 
retraumatize survivors and betray their trust in the institution (Rosenthal et al., 2016; Smith & 
Freyd, 2014). In a post-secondary context, this can take many forms, including “academically 
punishing the survivor for reporting, covering up the report, dismissing the survivor’s 
experience, taking no proactive steps, [and] making it difficult to further report the experience” 
(Quinlan, 2017, p. 48). Studies show that these responses can be more traumatizing than sexual 
violence itself and can worsen students’ mental and physical health, academic performance, 
and perceptions of campus safety (Smith & Freyd, 2014; Rosenthal et al., 2016; Stermac et al., 
2017).  
In addition to the handling of individual sexual violence cases, many administrations 
have implemented campus-wide changes to prevent sexual violence, many of which have been 
deemed problematic. One action that some universities have taken is heightened surveillance 
on campus (Gray & Pin, 2017; Trusolino, 2017). Gray and Pin (2017) and Trusolino (2017) both 
draw upon feminist theories to analyze high-profile sexual assault cases and the resulting 
campus securitization at York University. They argue that increasing surveillance and police 
presence on campus is informed by carceral logic and the myth that sexual violence by 
strangers is common when in reality, more acts of sexual violence are committed in private by 
perpetrators who are known to the victim than by strangers in dimly lit public settings (Gray & 
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Pin, 2017; Trusolino, 2017). Students at York have also been reminded to stay vigilant and avoid 
walking alone at night, which perpetuates victim-blaming discourses and puts the responsibility 
on individuals to prevent sexual violence (Gray & Pin, 2017; Trusolino, 2017). In response to the 
hyper-individualization of sexual violence, feminist researchers advocate for campus sexual 
violence to be treated as a systemic issue and be addressed collectively by everyone involved in 
post-secondary institutions, including students, faculty, staff, administration, community 
partners, and visitors (Godderis & Root, 2017; Lalonde, 2017). Gray and Pin (2017) and 
Trusolino (2017) connect the issue of individualizing sexual violence prevention to neoliberalism 
by arguing that it reflects neoliberal ideologies focusing on individual responsibility. Gray and 
Pin (2017) further link York’s individualized and surveillance-focused prevention strategies to 
the neoliberal corporate nature of post-secondary institutions. They argue that York 
strategically uses sexual violence to “protect and enhance the university brand and...has 
capitalized upon false assumptions about stranger sexual assault to implement further security 
measures...in the form of safety apps, bystander intervention training and safety audits, 
contributing to a developing ‘campus sexual assault industry’.” (Gray & Pin, 2017, p. 87-88, 91). 
Like Gray and Pin’s (2017) analysis, Quinlan (2017) also attributes problematic university 
responses to neoliberal corporatization. She argues that institutional betrayal, especially in the 
form of cover-ups and gag orders, is motivated by universities’ need to maintain a good 
reputation to generate profit.  
Another problematic response to sexual violence that research has identified is getting 
unqualified departments and staff to handle cases. At some universities, sexual violence 
complaints are dealt with under the Student Code of Conduct (Gray & Pin, 2017; Mackenzie, 
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2017). This is problematic because the Student Code of Conduct intends to deal with minor 
issues such as excessive noise, so putting sexual violence on the same level as trivial matters 
minimizes the seriousness of sexual violence (Gray & Pin, 2017). It can also result in weak 
discipline for the perpetrator. For example, Mackenzie’s (2017) case study discusses a sexual 
assault at UOIT that was investigated under the Student Code of Conduct instead of the sexual 
violence policy, which resulted in the perpetrator being required to write an essay on respect 
and consent. This also occurred after Bill 132 passed (Mackenzie, 2017). Additionally, sexual 
violence task forces are sometimes comprised of unqualified staff and faculty with no expertise 
on the issue. For example, Gray and Pin (2017) and Quinlan and Lasiuk (2017) find that York 
University and University of Saskatchewan’s sexual violence task forces have administrative, 
communications, and security staff despite the universities employing staff and faculty with 
expertise on sexual violence. 
Activism 
Studies have identified various actions that activists have taken in response to the 
pervasiveness of sexual violence, mainly in the form of programming and campaigns. One 
strategy that has been implemented at some universities is bystander intervention 
programming (Forrest & Senn, 2017; Lalonde, 2017). The goal of bystander intervention 
training is to create “an anti-rape campus ethos supported by students who are willing and able 
to intervene and disrupt sexual assaults in the making” (Forrest & Senn, 2017, p. 123). Forrest 
and Senn (2017) draw upon previous literature and a bystander intervention program that they 
implemented at University of Windsor to argue that bystander intervention is one of the most 
effective prevention strategies. It can facilitate a shift in attitudes about sexual violence on a 
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systemic level, especially if it is embedded in the curriculum as it was at University of Windsor 
(Forrest & Senn, 2017). Similarly, Lalonde (2017) discusses the use of bystander intervention in 
preventing sexual violence on campus. She draws upon multiple bystander intervention 
programs and campaigns across North America, including Forrest and Senn’s (2017) initiative, 
to demonstrate the effectiveness of this strategy. In addition to bystander intervention, Senn et 
al. (2015) have also developed a resistance training program called Enhanced Assess, 
Acknowledge, and Act (EAAA). Students are trained to “assess risk from acquaintances, 
overcome emotional barriers in acknowledging danger, and engage in effective verbal and 
physical self-defense” (Senn et al., 2015, p. 2326), which is shown to be effective in decreasing 
sexual violence like bystander intervention. 
Campaigning is another common form of activism against sexual violence on campus 
(Proffit & Ross, 2017; Haiven, 2017; Mackay et al., 2017). Many consent education campaigns 
have emerged in universities across Canada in response to the prevalence of sexual violence 
(Proffit & Ross, 2017). Following the infamous rape chants at Saint Mary’s University (SMU), the 
president’s council and students’ association (SMUSA) recommended ways to increase 
students’ consent awareness and understanding (Haiven, 2017). Two awareness campaigns at 
SMU that Haiven (2017) mentions are the More than Yes campaign organized by SMUSA to 
educate students on consent, and a button campaign that she organized following misogynistic 
tweets by SMU football players one year after the rape chants. The button campaign gained 
traction as many students, faculty, and people off campus wore the buttons that Haiven made 
and handed out (Haiven, 2017). Similarly, Mackay et al. (2017) discuss a postcard campaign at 
York University that was run by a student-led organization called Sexual Assault Survivors’ 
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Support Line (SASSL) to raise awareness and to pressure York to take meaningful action against 
violence on campus. Unlike Haiven’s (2017) button campaign, which meant to simply raise 
awareness and initiate conversations on violence and oppression, SASSL’s postcard campaign 
was aimed at the administration and involved getting students, faculty, and staff to sign 
postcards endorsing an external safety audit of York’s campus. Some of those involved in 
SASSL’s campaign also took spontaneous direct action that was not part of the original plan and 
was not well-received by staff and allied student groups. A few SASSL volunteers “postcard 
bombed” the office of the chair of the University Safety Audit Committee, as well as other 
administrators, by shoving over a thousand signed postcards under their doors. Since the 
“postcard bomb” was impulsive and not part of the plan, which means that allied student 
groups were not consulted, these student groups condemned this action along with staff. 
However, this form of direct action was successful because it resulted in the administration 
securing the external audit without further delays (Mackay et al., 2017). Additionally, SASSL 
regularly provides various programming and consent education on campus (Mackay et al., 
2017), like many other student-led collectives. Proffit and Ross (2017) provide a critique of 
consent-focused education, arguing that it implies that sexual violence results from 
miscommunication between sexual partners and ignores structural oppression and power 
dynamics. While education on consent may provide clarity that can be useful in sexual 
encounters, it overlooks the fact that in most sexual violence cases, the victims clearly and 
actively communicate their lack of consent (Proffit & Ross, 2017).  
Lastly, student activist groups have participated in policy advocacy and provided 
recommendations for student unions and universities to effectively address sexual violence and 
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implement policies that are survivor-centred and comprehensive (Salvino et al., 2017). For 
example, Salvino et al.’s (2017) report evaluates the sexual violence policies of 14 universities in 
Canada. They find many problematic aspects in the policies, including not recognizing 
intersectionality or campus rape culture, having gag orders, time limits for reporting, and lack 
of protection from face-to-face meetings with perpetrators. They argue that students should be 
the primary stakeholders in sexual violence policies and recommend that student unions have a 
role in preventing sexual violence, supporting survivors, and engaging in policy advocacy 
(Salvino et al., 2017).  
Post-secondary Union Responses 
Research on responses by labour unions in the post-secondary sector is scarce. Haiven 
(2017) mentions that her faculty union refused to financially support her button campaign. She 
ended up receiving funding from the Nova Scotia Union of Public Employees, which represents 
the lowest paid workers at SMU, as well as the Nova Scotia Public Interest Research Group 
(Haiven, 2017). Additionally, Khan et al. (2017) discuss sexual violence in a workplace context in 
the post-secondary sector. They argue that sexual violence policies must include the needs of 
workers on campus, in addition to students and community members. They find that 
institutions as employers do not provide information for unionized staff on their rights as 
workers, accessing union representatives and the collective agreement, or filing a grievance 
(Khan et al., 2017). Khan et al. (2017) recommend transparency for workers on their rights and 
union representation and training for union stewards on supporting survivors who report 
sexual violence to the institution and advocating for benefits covering supports like therapy. 
Another study, by Bergeron et al. (2019), compares the experiences of sexual violence on 
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campus among students, employees, and faculty. However, it does not recognize the possibility 
of being a student and an employee at the same time and the complexities that can result from 
holding these two positions simultaneously.  
Regarding graduate students, there has been some research done on sexual violence 
they experience, which makes a case for why labour unions, especially graduate student worker 
union locals, should organize against sexual violence. Cantalupo & Kidder (2017) find that 
graduate students are three times more likely than undergraduates to experience sexual 
violence from faculty members. This is due to the close relationships that graduate students 
necessarily build with professors in the particular context of their studies, the “length and 
pedagogical purposes of doctoral and professional education, [and] small disciplinary 
communities” (Cantalupo & Kidder, 2017, p. 852). This also demonstrates an unequal power 
dynamic since faculty members have power over their students and can influence their careers 
especially in terms of writing recommendation letters and connecting students with 
professional networks (Cantalupo & Kidder, 2017). Similarly, Rosenthal et al. (2016) find that 
female graduate students are at risk of sexual violence by faculty more than sexual violence by 
other students. These two studies reveal power dynamics between graduate students and 
faculty that are taken advantage of by professors (Cantalupo & Kidder, 2017; Rosenthal et al., 
2016). However, neither study acknowledges that many graduate students are also precarious 
employees at the university, which further complicates their experiences of sexual violence. 
Not only are graduate students vulnerable to sexual violence from faculty as their professors 
and research supervisors, which has been well-documented in research, but also as their work 
supervisors. 
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Gaps in the Literature 
In summary, significant research has been done on feminist unionism and the role of 
students, faculty, and sexual violence-focused organizations in addressing campus sexual 
violence. However, previous literature does not sufficiently explore the role of graduate 
student worker union locals in addressing sexual violence nor does it adequately consider their 
role in navigating the complexities of simultaneously working and studying at the same 
institution. The present study aims to fill these gaps and consider simultaneously sexual 
violence and union activism in the post-secondary sector. 
Theoretical Framework 
The study uses a combination of socialist and intersectional feminist frameworks to 
inform the research and analysis. They both fall within the critical social sciences paradigm, 
which questions and critiques social structures and power dynamics that underlie an issue. This 
analysis is then used to promote social change (Neuman, 1997).  
Socialist Feminism 
Socialist feminism, developed in the 1970s, draws upon Marxist and radical feminism to 
argue that patriarchal and capitalist systems work together to subjugate women through 
unpaid, low-wage, and precarious labour (Ehrenreich, 2018; Cronin, 2007). This framework is 
used to connect sexual violence, a primarily gendered issue, with precarious and exploitative 
labour, which graduate student workers experience and is why many of them unionize. In 
general, women are disproportionately more vulnerable to sexual violence and precarious work 
(Young, 2010). There is also a direct correlation between precarious work and sexual violence, 
where precariously employed women are more likely to experience workplace sexual violence, 
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especially from their superiors, due to power dynamics and less protection from reprisal for 
reporting, which superiors can take advantage of (Balakrishnan & Brosio, 2019; Miller, 2018). 
Since graduate student labour is precarious, women in these positions are more vulnerable to 
sexual violence from their supervisors in addition to their professors and thesis committee 
members (Jaffe, 2018). Socialist feminists see this as the result of capitalist and patriarchal 
systems concurrently creating conditions where women are in precarious and unsafe positions 
at work and school. A limitation of this approach that Barriteau (1995) points out is that 
socialist feminism may not be not useful for all women. It does not thoroughly address the 
complexities of women’s experiences that arise from aspects of social identity other than class 
and gender. This is a gap that intersectional feminism can fill. 
Intersectional Feminism 
Intersectional feminism, developed by Kimberle Crenshaw, addresses multiple social 
and political factors that interconnect with gender to influence individuals’ experiences with 
particular issues. Intersectional feminists believe that women do not all experience oppression 
in the same way due to other aspects of their social identity, such as race, class, sexuality, age, 
gender identity, ability, indigeneity and more. Intersectional feminists oppose the idea, mostly 
held by second wave white feminists, that gender is the central aspect of oppression (Hankivsky 
et al., 2010). Crenshaw (1991) uses the example of how racialized women are uniquely 
impacted by violence due to the interlocking patriarchal and white supremacist systems and 
how the analysis of the way in which these systems intersect is often excluded from both 
feminist and anti-racist struggles.  
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This framework can help explain how students experience sexual violence in unique 
ways depending on their social locations, as well as how marginalized groups are more 
vulnerable to sexual violence than those with privilege. Students who are racialized, Indigenous, 
disabled, trans, queer, and young are more vulnerable to sexual violence (Welsh et al., 2020; 
Khan et al., 2019). Their experiences are also taken less seriously if they report, and they are 
often excluded from decision-making processes on sexual violence prevention efforts and 
policies (Bourassa et al., 2017; Harris & Linder, 2017; Khan et al., 2019). Precarious work is 
another intersecting factor that can exacerbate marginalized students’ vulnerability to sexual 
violence. Graduate student workers are in precarious positions as students and workers, which 
gives unions the opportunity to collectively bargain for protections against sexual violence, hold 
perpetrators and institutions accountable, advocate for safer campuses, and address power 
dynamics (Jaffe, 2018). An intersectional approach can help union activists address the unique 
ways their members from marginalized groups experience sexual violence. Another aspect of 
the present study that intersectional feminism can explain is the intersections between sexual 
violence activism and labour activism. This theoretical framework also argues that movements 
should not focus on a single issue; rather, they should work together to address the experiences 
and include the voices of those who are impacted by multiple oppressive systems that either 
movement cannot address alone (Crenshaw, 1991). 
Positionality Statement 
A key part of feminist scholarship is for researchers to position themselves in relation to 
their topic (Charmaz, 2012). Stating the researcher’s standpoint allows the reader to “place the 
narrative into perspective and delineate the boundaries of generalizations within it” (Charmaz, 
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2012, p. 478). I come into this research with a direct connection to the topic as a graduate 
student involved both in my TA union and in sexual violence activism. My social location as a 
racialized woman puts me at the intersections of sexism and racism. This increases my 
likelihood of experiencing sexual violence and precarious work, and this positionality influences 
how I am impacted by these issues. However, I am still in a relatively privileged position as a 
cisgender, non-disabled, and non-Indigenous person. This means that I am not part of the most 
vulnerable groups and I do not experience how precarious work and sexual violence intersect 
with transphobia, ableism, and colonialism. My privilege also grants me representation in 
mainstream discourses in labour and sexual violence activism. 
Methodology 
This research uses thematic content analysis to provide an understanding of the content 
of the tweets related to sexual violence by select union locals primarily representing graduate 
student workers. Content analysis, more generally, is a systematic way of examining and 
describing qualitative data with three primary approaches: lexical, syntactic, and thematic 
(Oliviera et al., 2015). Thematic content analysis focuses on describing the data around 
common themes and patterns, as well as their frequency. This method can be used by itself or 
in complement with other methods (Oliviera et al., 2015).  
Alongside qualitative thematic content analysis, this study uses critical discourse 
analysis (CDA), which aims to uncover the underlying social structures, norms, and power 
dynamics behind the use of language in the content (Van Dijk, 1993). Not only does language 
demonstrate existing structures, but it also maintains and constructs them (Starks & Trinidad, 
2007). CDA can help construct alternative discourses that are more liberatory, which can 
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contribute to social change (Mogashoa, 2014). This methodology aligns with the feminist 
theoretical frameworks I am using due their critical nature and the common goal of liberation. 
Oral and written texts in the form of conversations, print and online documents, and transcripts 
are typical data sources that are analyzed (Mason, 2002).  
Specifically, I use Van Dijk’s approach, which focuses on institutional and social power 
reproduction through discourses (Van Dijk, 1993). Social power comes from “privileged access 
to socially valued resources, such as wealth, income, position, status, force, group membership, 
education or knowledge” (Van Dijk, 1993, p. 254). Regarding the present study, sexual violence 
and precarious labour involve unequal power dynamics between graduate students, faculty, 
and institutions. Sexual violence from faculty is an abuse of social power and dominance based 
on higher status and education held by faculty members. If a student reports an incident, the 
power is also in the hands of the institution, which can result in institutional betrayal (Smith & 
Fryed, 2014). Graduate worker precarity is a further function of institutional power and is 
compounded by power given to faculty as supervisors that can result in abuse of working 
conditions, incuding sexual violence (Jaffe, 2018). The role of unions is to address these unequal 
power dynamics and redistribute power to the workers through collective action. The 
discourses that graduate student worker union locals use when addressing sexual violence can 
give insight into whether they replicate these power relations and inequalities or if they 
challenge them through intersectional and socialist feminist discourses. 
Data Collection 
The primary data source is the union locals’ tweets over a four-year time frame between 
March 8, 2016 and March 8, 2020. The initial date was chosen because that was the day that 
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Bill 132 passed (Lopes-Baker & McDonald, 2017). Many unions, like other organizations, use 
social media as part of their communications strategy in addition to newsletters, websites, and 
public campaigns to engage with their members and the public. Social media is worth 
examining for this study because it is often used in activism and organizing in general to 
influence public perception on social and political issues and mobilize people. Since unions, 
especially social unions, engage in wider forms of activism within and beyond the workplace 
(Ross, 2008), social media is a tool for them to communicate their efforts to the public and 
influence public discourse around social and political issues (Sioufi, 2018). The selection of 
Twitter as my data source was based on personal observation of how union locals use social 
media. Although union locals generally use multiple social media platforms, a single platform 
was chosen to reduce repetition in the data since locals often share the same content across all 
of their platforms. Twitter was selected because it is a textual tool that many unions use to 
publicly display their advocacy efforts, share updates, and share their views on particular issues, 
such as sexual violence. To collect tweets, I entered the aforementioned four-year date range 
and search terms related to sexual violence under Bill 132’s definition into the advanced search 
tool on Twitter. The search terms include “sexual violence,” “sexual assault,” “sexual 
harassment,” “gendered violence,” “domestic violence”, “gender,” “sex,” “sexism,” “misogyny,” 
“transphobia”, “trans-misogyny, “trans”, “queer,” “non-binary,” “two-spirit,” “LGBTQ+,” 
“2SLGBTQ+,” “LGBTQ2S+,” “homophobia”, “biphobia”, “queerphobia”, “sexuality,” “pride,” 
“women,” “woman,” “rape,” “survivor,” “victim,” “consent,” “#MeToo,” “#AcademiaToo,” and 
“#TimesUp.” I then bookmarked the tweets and used Tagpacker to organize them according to 
union local. Tagpacker is an online tool where users can store and organize online content into 
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categories by creating tags for each link. The tags were labelled as the university and union local 
(e.g. York CUPE 3903). The data on Tagpacker is only visible to me. After that, I transferred the 
data onto a Word document for coding. 
Sample 
The sample includes six graduate student worker union locals across Ontario: CUPE 3903 
(York), CUPE 2626 (University of Ottawa), CUPE 4207 (Brock), PSAC 610 (Western), PSAC 555 
(UOIT), and CUPE 3905 (Lakehead). All of these union locals include graduate students in their 
membership, along with other workers such as sessional faculty, undergraduate students, 
postdoctoral fellows, or librarians, either in separate bargaining units or in the same unit as 
graduate student workers. While none of these locals exclusively represent graduate students, 
graduate student workers are still part of the membership. 
This sample was determined using purposive sampling techniques to ensure diversity in 
the sample and represent the wider population of graduate student worker union locals in 
Ontario (Mason, 2002). I selected the locals to represent diversity on the following dimensions: 
the universities’ location, size, category (i.e. medical/doctoral, comprehensive, primarily 
undergraduate), and the locals’ union representation (i.e. PSAC, CUPE). This variation in the 
sample can help identify common themes that can make the data more generalizable because 
these themes cut across the variation (Patton, 1990). Maximizing variation in the sample can 
also be useful in the analysis by showing correlations between the university and local 
characteristics and the sexual violence-related content that is shared on Twitter by each union 
local.  
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Data Analysis 
To code and analyze the themes in the data that I collected, I used the inductive coding 
technique where I first skimmed through the tweets to find general patterns in the content that 
answer the research questions of what the union locals do to address sexual violence and their 
involvement in activism (Oliviera et al., 2015). Then I summarized the content from each union 
localin a chart and from that I made a set of six codes: 
1. Event organizing 
2. About post-secondary institutions 
3. Expressing solidarity with other activist efforts and oppressed groups 
4. Updates for members  
5. Tangible support 
6. Other mentions of sexual violence that do not fall under the other categories 
A colour was then assigned to each code and I went back through the entire data set and 
colour-coded the data to reflect the above codes.  
To answer the question about discourses used, I made another set of codes focusing on 
discourse. For this set of codes, I identified five general categories: gender-inclusiveness, how 
the unions tweet about post-secondary institutions, how sexual violence is framed, clarity of 
the language used when referring to sexual violence, and how the locals state their 
commitments to fighting sexual violence. For the gender-inclusiveness category, I examined 
whether the tweets acknowledged gender diversity beyond cis women, including (but not 
limited to) transgender, non-binary, and two-spirit identities. Tweets that did acknowledge 
gender diversity were coded as “gender-inclusive” and tweets that did not were coded as 
“exclusionary.” This is important because the definition of sexual violence includes violence 
based on gender identity such as transphobic acts.  
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Regarding how union locals tweeted about universities, I examined whether these tweets 
praised or said anything positive (coded as “positive”), stated neutral comments (coded as 
“neutral”), or criticized or said anything negative (coded as “negative”) about either the 
university in which they are embedded, or another university. It is important to examine 
whether union locals publicly recognize how post-secondary institutions address sexual 
violence on campus, since universities are known among sexual violence activists to respond to 
sexual violence in problematic ways that do not benefit survivors (Quinlan et al., 2017).  
With respsect to the framing of sexual violence, I examined whether union locals useunions 
used mainstream victim-blaming or carceral discourses to frame the issue as an individual 
responsibility that should be reported to the police. I looked for tweets mentioning anything 
related to the criminal justice system such as “police,” “report,” “prison,” “jail,” “conviction,” 
“security,” and “arrest”, as well as tweets reminding people to “be careful” (i.e., to place the 
responsibility on the individual to prevent sexual violence). I coded these tweets as 
“individual/carceral.” I also looked for content that frames sexual violence as a systemic issue 
that is never the victim’s fault or is critical of mainstream individualistic and carceral discourses, 
which were coded as “challenges individual/carceral.” This is important because how the union 
locals frame sexual violence can reinforce or challenge the dominant rape culture.  
Regarding the clarity of the language used when addressing sexual violence, I examined 
whether the tweets used vague terms such as “harassment,” “discrimination,” or “violence” 
where it is unclear if it is gendered or sexual (coded as “vague language”), or if they explicitly 
name sexual violence and related terms that fall under Bill 132, including, but not limited to, 
“gendered violence,” “transphobia,” “queerphobia,” and “sexual assault” (coded as “naming 
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SV”). This is important because the ability to explicitly name the issue is the first step to 
effectively preventing and addressing it. Finally, for the last category about how union locals 
express their commitments to fighting sexual violence, I looked for whether they tweeted 
vague statements without concrete actions that demonstrate their solidarity (coded as “vague 
commitments”), or if they specified concrete actions taken (coded as “concrete actions”). This is 
important because it can give insight into the authenticity of the union locals’ solidarity with 
sexual violence activists and survivors. 
Like the first set of codes, I assigned a colour to each code under and colour-coded the 
data on a separate document. After coding the data, I counted how many times each code 
appeared in each union local’s tweets and tracked them on an Excel spreadsheet. I then made 
graphs showing the number of tweets from each union local in my sample and how many times 
each code appeared in each union local’s tweets. I made a separate graph or each set of codes.  
Findings 
As shown in Graph 1.1, the data consists of 108 tweets in total with a large variation in 
the number of tweets from each union local: 64 tweets from CUPE 3903 (York), 20 from PSAC 
610 (Western), 14 from CUPE 2626 (Ottawa), nine from CUPE 4207 (Brock), one from PSAC 555 
(UOIT), and none from CUPE 3905 (Lakehead). Based on this evidence, the majority of the union 
locals  are using Twitter to communicate with members and the public that they are engaging in 
activities to address sexual violence. However, there was at least one local, CUPE 3905 
(Lakehead), that did not have a single tweet about sexual violence and another local, PSAC 555 
(UOIT), that only had one tweet that was not directly addressing sexual violence. 
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Graph 1. 1 
Regarding the temporal dispersal of the tweets, none of the union locals tweeted 
consistently over the four-year period from March 8, 2016 to 2020. CUPE 3903 (York) tweeted 
about sexual violence from 2016 to 2019, with many clumped around bargaining sessions. PSAC 
610 (Western) tweeted from 2018 to 2020 and many of their tweets clumped around events 
they organized and a specific sexual violence incident that occurred in fall 2019. CUPE 2626 
(Ottawa) tweeted consistently from 2018 to 2019. CUPE 4207 (Brock) tweeted consistently 
from 2016 to 2019, and PSAC 555 (UOIT) tweeted once in 2019. 
Addressing Sexual Violence and Engagement in Activism 
Key research questions centred on what graduate student worker union locals do to 
address sexual violence and how they and support and engage in activism around this issue. 
Based on an analysis of the 108 tweets, there were six key categories unions tweeted about 
that revealed the type of activities in which they engage.  
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The first category included tweets that promoted events that the union locals 
themselves organized. For example, PSAC 610 (Western) organized a town hall to discuss a 
sexual violence incident that had recently occurred at Western. Tweets under this category 
show that one way that the union locals address and engage in activism against sexual violence 
is to organize events. The second category included tweets aimed at or about post-secondary 
institutions, whether their own or other schools. For example, CUPE 3903 (York) has criticized 
the university on Twitter for their inadequate sexual violence policy. These tweets demonstrate 
that another way that union locals address campus sexual violence is to draw attention to 
institutional responses to the issue and hold them accountable.  
The third category has tweets expressing solidarity with other advocacy efforts within 
and outside the labour movement, as well as expressions of solidarity more broadly with 
groups that experience oppression. Tweets under this category promote events organized by 
other organizations such as rallies and vigils, commemorate Pride, Trans Day of Remembrance, 
International Women’s Day, or the Ecole Polytechnique massacre, provide educational 
resources on allyship, or simply state their support for other efforts or groups. For example, 
CUPE 2626 (Ottawa) commemorated Trans Day of Remembrance and tweeted links to 
resources on how cis people can practice allyship with trans people to combat transphobia. 
These tweets demonstrate ways that they support and engage in activism against sexual 
violence, since transphobia is included in the definition under Bill 132.  
The fourth category includes updates for their members. Tweets under this category 
provide bargaining updates and reminders about upcoming application deadlines, meetings, 
and elections. For example, CUPE 3903 (York) has live-tweeted their bargaining sessions using 
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the hashtag #3903bargaining to update their members on the local’s demands for mandatory 
sexual violence response training, a sexual assault and trans fund to be funded by the 
university, sexual and gendered violence leave, LGBTQ+ protections, and a survivor-centred 
sexual violence policy. This demonstrates some of the ways that unions can address sexual 
violence by bargaining for various survivor supports and protections for groups that are more 
vulnerable to sexual violence to be put into the collective agreement.  
The fifth category includes tweets that demonstrate tangible supports the union locals 
provide for survivors, such as funds for sexual assault survivors and trans members that CUPE 
3903 (York) provides. The sexual assault fund can cover the cost of counselling, legal, and lost 
wages (“Sexual assault survivor support fund,” n.d.), and the trans fund can cover the cost of 
gender afformation surgeries and other necessities (“Trans fund,” n.d.). Other tangible supports 
include fundraisers for local organizations supporting survivors that PSAC 610 (Western) has 
organized, and resources such as a crisis support line for Indigenous women that CUPE 2626 
(Ottawa) has tweeted about. Giving tangible support to those impacted by sexual violence is 
another way that graduate student worker union locals address the issue. Lastly, the sixth 
category is a miscellaneous category comprised of other mentions of sexual violence that do 
not fit under the other categories. These tweets include news articles, policies, and political 
action items, such as petitions and surveys. For example, CUPE 4207 (Brock) tweeted a link to a 
petition supporting a bill that ensures domestic and sexual violence leave.  
As shown in Graph 2.1, event organizing showed up 10 times in the data coming from 
CUPE 2626 (Ottawa) and PSAC 610 (Western). The code labelled “About institutions” showed 
up 30 times in the data with most tweets coming from CUPE 3903 (York) and a few from PSAC 
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610 (Western) and CUPE 4207 (Brock). Expressions of solidarity showed up 31 times in the data 
coming from all of the unions in my sample that tweeted. Member updates appeared 46 times 
with the majority coming from CUPE 3903 (York) and a few from CUPE 4207 (Brock) and PSAC 
610 (Western). The tangible support category showed up 19 times, again with the significant 
majority from CUPE 3903 (York) and some from CUPE 2626 (Ottawa) and PSAC 610 (Western). 
Lastly, other sexual violence mentions came up 13 times with 11 from CUPE 3903 (York) and 
two from CUPE 4207 (Brock). Additionally, there are many instances of overlap between two or 
more categories in a single tweet. In this case I counted it under both categories. For example, 
several of CUPE 3903’s (York) tweets that provide bargaining updates using the 
#3903bargaining hashtag also include York university’s responses to the union local’s proposals.  
Based on the evidence from the Twitter data set, the way in which the majority of 
unions address and engage in activism against sexual violence is expressing solidarity with other 
groups; and the highest number of tweets in total were in the updates for members category, 
most of which came from CUPE 3903 (York).  
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As shown in Graph 3.1, no one unions local’s tweets appear in all six categories. PSAC 
610 (Western) and CUPE 3903’s (York) tweets appear in five categories, CUPE 2626 at Ottawa 
and CUPE 4207 (Brock) appear in four, and PSAC 555 (UOIT) appears in one. PSAC 610 
(Western) did not address sexual violence in other ways outside of the first five categories and 
CUPE 3903 (York) did not organize any events to address sexual violence in the four-year time 
frame; however, they did promote events organized by other organizations. CUPE 2626 
(Ottawa) never mentioned University of Ottawa or addressed sexual violence in ways that 
would have been coded as “other”, and Brock did not appear to provide tangible support to 
survivors, nor did they organize their own events, but they did promote other organizations’ 
events. Overall, PSAC 610 (Western) and CUPE 3903 (York) have the most diversity in the 
sample in the ways they address sexual violence. 
 
Graph 3. 1 
Discourse 
Graph 4.1 shows the number of times each discourse code appeared in the data from 
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(Western), and CUPE 2626 (Ottawa) all have tweets that refer to gender, most of which use 
inclusive language. Under the category of how they talk about post-secondary institutions, 20 
tweets coming from CUPE 3903 (York), PSAC 610 (Western), and CUPE 4207 (Brock) negatively 
criticize institutions. The 13 instances where institutions were tweeted about in a neutral way 
all came from CUPE 3903 (York), and there were no tweets about institutions that were 
positive.  
Regarding the third discourse code, tweets discussing sexual violence revealing how the 
union locals view the issue rarely came up in the data. There were two tweets from CUPE 3903 
(York) that shared content that implied a carceral logic and no tweets from any union local with 
discourses that countered mainstream victim-blaming and carceral views. In the fourth 
category, language that explicitly names sexual violence came up 48 times, most of which came 
from CUPE 3903 (York) with the rest from CUPE 4207 (Brock), CUPE 2626 (Ottawa), and PSAC 
610 (Western). In contrast, vague language appeared only six times from the same union locals, 
except CUPE 2626 (Ottawa). Lastly, there were more tweets containing vague language about 
how the union locals are committed to ending sexual violence than there were tweets 
specifying concrete actions taken. More detailed descriptions regarding the findings related to 
discourse are described below. 
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Graph 4. 1 
Gender inclusiveness 
In the gender inclusiveness category, the union locals that included tweets referring to 
gender were CUPE 3903 (York), PSAC 610 (Western), and CUPE 2626 at (Ottawa) and most of 
the tweets use language that acknowledges gender diversity. Generally, the use of gender-
inclusive language plays a role in challenging the dominant hetero-cis-normative discourses that 
perpetuate forms of sexual violence, including transphobia. These tweets include terms and 
phrases such as “people marginalized on the basis of gender identity, including transmasculine 
and non-binary folx,” “women, trans, genderqueer, non-binary folx,” “women, trans, gender 
queer and gender variant,” “trans, two-spirit, and gender non-conforming people,” “trans, two-
spirit, and non-binary people,” and “women and gender minorities.” The term two-spirit, which 
is specific to Indigenous cultures2, was only used in the context of Trans Day of Remembrance 
and other tweets specifically about trans communities. Additionally, CUPE 3903 (York) and 
 
2 Two-spirit is an umbrella term refering to a distinct gender orientation in many (but not all) Indigenous 
communities “seen as being neither men nor women, but as belonging to genders of their own within cultural 
systems of multiple genders" (Lang, as cited in Cameron, 2005, p. 124). Specific understandings, roles, and 
expressions vary between nations and individuals (“Two-Spirit & Indigenous LGBTQQIA Mentors, Elders & 
Grandparents Support Circle”, n.d.). 
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PSAC 610’s (Western) committees focusing on gender issues are respectively called Trans 
Feminist Action Caucus (TFAC) and Gender Equity & Women’s Committee. PSAC 610 (Western) 
recently changed the name from women’s committee, as shown in Figure 1.1.  
 
Figure 1.1 
The names of the unions’ committees and using gender-inclusive language in their tweets 
demonstrate these union locals’ commitments to decentering cisgender women, whose 
experiences have historically been centred in feminist discourses about sexual violence, and 
including gender-oppressed groups who are not cis women. It is important to note that, aside 
from one tweet from PSAC 610 (Western) that stated that their gender equity committee 
welcomes transmasculine people and one from CUPE 3903 (York) that shared a poster that 
briefly mention men in sexual violence statistics, there were no other tweets that 
acknowledged men’s (cis, trans, or masculine presenting people) vulnerability or experiences 
with sexual violence. 
Regarding exclusionary language, there are two instances of language that did not 
explicitly acknowledge other gender identities, and one that centres cisgender women but 
briefly mentions queer and trans communities, all from CUPE 3903 (York). In addition to 
discussing how gender is talked about in tweets that do mention gender, it is also important to 
note the absence of tweets referring to gender from the rest of the unions in my sample and its 
implications, which I will discuss in the analysis.  
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About institutions 
Regarding how post-secondary institutions are discussed, CUPE 3903 (York), PSAC 610 
(Western), and CUPE 4207 (Brock) have mostly tweeted negatively about York, Western, and 
Brock respectively. CUPE 3903 (York) is the only union local that also has tweets about York that 
are neutral, all of which are in the context of bargaining updates when they tweet the 
university’s responses to the union’s proposals. However, there are also some bargaining-
related tweets that are negative. Figures 2.1 and 3.1 show examples of a neutral tweet about 
York and a negative one, respectively. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.1 
At PSAC 610 (Western), all of their tweets aimed at Western are in the context of a sexual 
violence incident that occurred on campus, where they criticize the university’s response. 
Figure 4.1 shows one example. 
Figure 2.1 
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Figure 4.1 
 At CUPE 4207 (Brock), there are is one tweet that criticizes Brock for refusing to give graduate 
workers domestic violence leave, as shown in Figure 5.1. The other tweet is not about Brock, 
but it criticizes Harvard University to show solidarity with Harvard graduate student workers on 
strike, as shown in Figure 6.1. However, they did tag Brock’s graduate student association in 
that tweet, though it is unclear why. 
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Figure 5.1         
 
 
Figure 6.1 
There are no tweets from any union local that praised or said anything positive about post-
secondary institutions and there were no tweets from the rest of the unions in my sample that 
had any reference to universities.  
Sexual violence discourses 
Regarding discourses used when tweeting about sexual violence, none of the union 
locals in my sample discussed the issue in enough depth to reveal their underlying assumptions 
about sexual violence in their tweets. However, CUPE 3903 (York) has two tweets with media 
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attached that includes more evidence of discourse related to sexual violence. One tweet (figure 
7.1) potentially implies carceral logic because it shares a picture of a poster with a statistic that 
says “33/1000 of sexual assault cases are reported to police, which is a non-conviction rate of 
99.7%”. This demonstrates carceral logic because it frames the infrequency of police reports 
and convictions as a problem. It puts the onus on survivors to report so that more perpetrators 
can go to prison without considering the retraumatization survivors experience upon reporting 
and how rare convictions are even when survivors do report (Loofbourow, 2019). Additionally, 
that statistic reinforces the idea that going through the criminal justice system and punishing 
the perpetrator is the only legitimate way for survivors to seek justice and does not consider 
other valid forms of justice such as restorative and transformative justice.  
The other tweet (figure 8.1) appears to be challenging carceral and individualized 
responses to sexual violence. Figure 8.1 shows a promotional poster for an upcoming sexual 
violence policy consultation that includes the contact information of Security Services printed 
on a whistle and a text next to it that reads “tired of the same old responses to sexual assault 
on campus?”. This challenges carceral and individualized responses because it appears to be 
referring to Security Services as “the same old responses to sexual assault” and is pushing for 
ways to prevent and address sexual violence that go beyond reliance on policing. 
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Figure 7.1          Figure 8.1        
Vagueness of language 
The vagueness or clarity of the language union locals use can either reproduce or 
challenge the power that institutions have to shape public perception of sexual violence. In this 
category, explicitly naming sexual violence came up 48 times, most of which came from CUPE 
3903 (York) with the rest from CUPE 4207 (Brock), CUPE 2626 (Ottawa), and PSAC 610 
(Western). The terms that the union locals used that fit under Bill 132’s definition of sexual 
violence include “sexual violence,” “sexual assault,” “gender-based discrimination,” “domestic 
violence,” “transphobia,” “gender-based violence,” and “violence against trans, two-spirit, and 
non-binary people.” In contrast, vague terms such as “harassment” and “discrimination” where 
it is unclear if they are gendered appear a total of six times from the same union locals, except 
CUPE 2626 (Ottawa).  
Vagueness of commitments  
In tweets that expressed a commitment to address or end gendered violence, there were 
slightly more tweets that were vague and did not specify actions the union locals would take 
than there were tweets that included concrete actions. This is important because it gives insight 
into the authenticity of the unions’ solidarity with sexual violence activists and survivors. 
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Stating vague commitments implies the possibility of union locals’ solidarity being 
disingenuous, whereas demonstrating concrete and meaningful actions can show more genuine 
solidarity and commitments to end sexual violence. 
    Tweets under this category came from CUPE 3903 (York), PSAC 610 (Western), and 
CUPE 2626 (Ottawa). CUPE 3903 (York) and PSAC 610 (Western) had some tweets that had 
vague commitments and others with specific actions, and CUPE 2626 (Ottawa) had tweets that 
were vague and none with specific actions. To provide a sense of the contrast between a vague 
commitment and a commitment where concrete actions are specified, Figure 9.1 shows an 
example of a vague commitment tweet from CUPE 2626 (Ottawa) stating their commitment to 
fighting transphobia without specifying how, and figure 10.1 shows a concrete action tweet 
from CUPE 3903 (York) specifying what they are doing to demonstrate their belief “in pride, 
diversity, and respect.” 
 
Figure 9.1 
 
 
Figure 10. 1 
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Gaps 
One prominent gap in the data is that PSAC 555 (UOIT) and CUPE 3905 (Lakehead) have 
no content that specifically addresses sexual violence. The only gender-related tweet was one 
from PSAC 555 (UOIT) acknowledging International Women’s Day. In terms of negotiating 
collective agreements, CUPE 3903 (York) was the only union local that provided bargaining 
updates and live-tweeted bargaining sessions, tweeted about their involvement in the campus 
sexual violence policy, and recognized sexual violence as a union and workplace issue.  
Another gap is that none of the unions acknowledge the unique vulnerability of 
graduate student workers to sexual violence from their faculty supervisors due to the precious 
nature of their jobs, or the relationship between precarious work and sexual violence more 
generally. Precariously employed workers are more likely to experience workplace sexual 
violence, especially from their superiors, due to power dynamics and less protection from 
reprisal for reporting, which superiors can take advantage of (Balakrishnan & Brosio, 2019; 
Miller, 2018). The precarity of graduate student labour makes this arguably one of the central 
reasons why graduate student worker unions might be concerned with the issue of sexual 
violence. There was one tweet from CUPE 3903 (York) mentioning women being impacted by 
precarious employment with a link to a statement about strong anti-harassment language in 
their collective agreement and bargaining for sexual violence leave and the survivor support 
fund (CUPE 3903 Communications Officer, 2018); but it does not specifically mention that 
precarious graduate student workers are particularly vulnerable to sexual violence at work, 
which is another reason these benefits are necessary. 
 
 
44 
Additionally, there were no tweets that discussed sexual violence in the context of white 
supremacist, colonial, hetero-cis-normative, ableist, and capitalist systems that intersect with 
each other and with sexual violence, which influences how survivors are impacted by sexual 
violence. However, there was one tweet from PSAC 610 (Western) about intersectionality in 
general but does not explicitly mention sexual violence, and there are a few from PSAC 610 
(Western) and CUPE 2626 (Ottawa) about missing and murdered Indigenous women but does 
not explicitly discuss the disproportionate impact of sexual violence on Indigenous women and 
two-spirit people. Lastly, there were no mentions of the connection between capitalism and 
sexual violence against precarious graduate student workers. This is important because 
capitalism thrives on the exploitation of workers by employers, and sexual violence is one way 
to maintain that exploitative relationship and power differential (Balakrishnan & Brosio, 2019; 
Miller, 2018). The purpose of unions is to respond to the exploitative nature of capitalism by 
redistributing power to the workers and advocating for improved working conditions, which 
includes fighting sexual violence.  
Analysis and Discussion 
Levels of Twitter activity  
There is a significant disparity between the union locals in terms of how often they 
tweeted and the content they shared. CUPE 3903 (York) showed the most activity on Twitter, 
with 64 out of 108 tweets in the data (59%) coming from that union. In terms of putting this 
into context in the general landscape of Ontario graduate student unions, CUPE 3903 (York) 
being the most vocal about sexual violence on Twitter is consistent with how they have been 
vocal about commitments to social justice in general. It is also known to be a strong union local 
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with an approach that many describe as “militant” (McCreary, 2009) and has a large 
membership of over 3000 workers, so they may have more resources (“Background,” n.d.). 
Another reason why CUPE 3903 (York) may be more vocal about sexual violence than other 
union locals could be the number of high-profile sexual assault cases that have occurred at 
York, which has resulted in the university having a reputation for being unsafe. The institution 
has also responded poorly to these cases and many studies about campus sexual violence and 
problematic institutional responses and policies have used York as a case study (MacKenzie, 
2017; Gray & Pin, 2017; Trusolino, 2017). Thus, CUPE 3903 (York) standing out from the data is 
reflective of the fact that more generally the union stands out from other post-secondary 
sector unions due to its long history of social justice advocacy and militancy and prolonged 
strikes resulting in stronger collective agreements (McCreary, 2009). It is also one of the few 
unions that has an open bargaining process, where members are regularly updated during 
bargaining and encouraged to provide feedback and guidance (McCreary, 2009). In summary, 
York University’s problematic responses and sexual violence policies and CUPE 3903’s (York) 
size, resources, traditionally militant approach, and open bargaining process likely explains the 
number of tweets, as well as why it is the only union local that appears to have been openly 
and actively involved in the university’s sexual violence policy revision and live-tweeted 
bargaining sessions. 
In contrast, PSAC 555 (UOIT) and CUPE 3905 (Lakehead) had virtually no content on 
Twitter that directly addressed sexual violence. The only gender-related tweet from PSAC 555 
(UOIT) was to commemorate International Women’s Day. “Silence is violence” is a common 
saying in sexual violence activism circles that means that staying silent about sexual violence is 
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a form of violence in itself because it allows sexual violence to continue. This phrase may be 
applicable to the relative silence from these union locals; however, it also may not be fair to 
automatically jump to the conclusion that these unions are violent without considering the 
possible explanations for their silence including (but not limited to): the primarily 
undergraduate nature of the universities, union structure, the unions’ limited resources, and 
the possibility of being vocal about social issues outside of Twitter. I explore these possibilities 
in more detail below. 
UOIT and Lakehead being primarily undergraduate schools may correlate with the 
unions locals’ inactivity around sexual violence policies and responses. Quinlan (2017) has 
found that students at primarily undergraduate universities are more likely to be satisfied with 
their institutions’ responses to sexual violence than those at comprehensive (e.g. York and 
Brock) and medical/doctoral universities (e.g. Ottawa and Western). This implies that either 
Lakehead and UOIT may have policies and resources that satisfy most students, or that 
universities with fewer graduate students may not be as predisposed to having those students 
express their concerns as universities with more graduate students are. Also, since graduate 
students are in the same bargaining unit as undergraduate students in both CUPE 3905 
(Lakehead) and PSAC 555 (UOIT) (“About us,” n.d.; “Teaching assistants, research assistants & 
exam invigilators,” n.d.), it may be challenging to centre the concerns of graduate students. 
Since union locals typically work in response to membership concerns, CUPE 3905 (Lakehead) 
and PSAC 555 (UOIT) may not feel the need to be as vocal or persistent about pushing for 
better responses to sexual violence if graduate student members are not vocally concerned 
with the universities’ policies.  
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However, there have been cases at UOIT and Lakehead that suggest inadequate 
institutional responses that have retraumatized student survivors (MacKenzie, 2017; Dunick, 
2016). Thus, another possible explanation for PSAC 555 (UOIT) and CUPE 3905’s (Lakehead)  
lack of activity may be the union structure. Based on their website and general social media 
activity, PSAC 555 (UOIT) and CUPE 3905 (Lakehead) likely operate more from a business 
unionism model than social, since they do not appear to be as involved in social justice activism 
as the other union locals. This may reflect the generally lower levels of politicization at UOIT 
and Lakehead compared to the others studied here. Also, neither union local has committees 
that focus on political action or equity, nor do they have any equity or communications officer 
positions on their executive teams (“Committees,” n.d.; “Contact us,” n.d.; “Get involved,” n.d.; 
“Duties of executives,” n.d.).  
Another important consideration is that these two union locals may not have as many 
resources due to fewer members, which could provide a different explanation for their lack of 
equity, communications, and political action committees and positions. This may result in less 
capacity to maintain an active online presence, since whoever is responsible for social media 
might have other responsibilities on the executive team that are of higher priority. Lastly, it is 
also possible that these unions could be vocal about sexual violence and other social justice 
issues elsewhere online or offline. For example, PSAC 555 (UOIT) shared an article on Facebook, 
but not Twitter, about an undergraduate student who was sexually assaulted and was 
retraumatized by UOIT’s inadequate response and added a comment to the post saying, “We 
need stronger sexual harassment and violence policies for the students and the employees of 
UOIT. Investigations should never be done by people who work for the institution because they 
 
 
48 
are working for the best interest of the institution, not the victim!” (PSAC 555, 2017). Also, as 
another example of social justice activism, a former executive member of CUPE 3905 
(Lakehead) signed an open letter in support of Masuma Khan, a student activist who received 
violent misogynistic, racist, and Islamophobic comments online for calling out white fragility 
and was suspended by Dalhousie University (Nova Scotia Advocate, 2017). This evidence 
demonstrates the possibility of these unions addressing sexual violence outside of Twitter, 
which confirms why simply jumping to the “silence is violence” conclusion should be avoided. 
 In sum, while there is a significant difference between the amount of activity on Twitter 
between the union locals included in this study, there are a number of factors that could cause 
this difference and the current data set does not provide the information necessary to 
definitively answer why this disparity is happening. In cases where there has been limited to no 
Twitter activity from union locals, it is important to not simply jump to the conclusion that 
“silence is violence” due to various factors, such as the primarily undergraduate nature of the 
universities in which they are embedded, union structure, the union locals’ limited resources, 
and the possibility of being vocal about social issues outside of Twitter. 
Discourse and power 
The discourses used in the tweets can reveal how the union locals may be replicating or 
challenging underlying power structures and institutional dominance. For example, using 
language that acknowledges and validates gender diversity challenges dominant cis-normative 
discourses about sexual violence that are often adopted by institutional administrators and 
implies commitment to making the union local and the workplace a safer space for all members 
experiencing gender oppression. However, due to the nature of Twitter and since the tweets 
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are coming from the union locals rather than trans members themselves, based on this data it 
is difficult to assess exactly how trans, non-binary, and two-spirit people are actually treated in 
these spaces. As Davis (2017) points out, merely including oppressed groups in a space can still 
be harmful if that space does not change the inherent oppressive structures. In this case, using 
gender-inclusive language without changing the structure to make it genuinely safe for trans, 
non-binary, and two-spirit people can be considered a symbolic gesture and may still replicate 
power structures.  
As previously mentioned, there were also a few tweets that exclusively referred to 
women or centred cisgender women. Although it is possible that the union locals may recognize 
trans women as women and thus their definition of “women” includes trans, non-binary, and 
two-spirit people, this understanding of the category of women as inclusive is not made 
explicit. This can be problematic because it may erase distinct experiences with gender-based 
oppression. Cis women experience sexual violence at high levels, however it is also important to 
recognize that trans women, non-binary, and two-spirit people experience it at significantly 
disproportionately higher levels. It is important to proactively make this distinction to ensure 
that sexual violence is addressed in a way that meets the unique needs of each group. Also, the 
finding that most of the tweets acknowledging various gender identities and addressing 
LGBTQ+ issues do not mention two-spirit identities unless it is specifically about trans 
communities speaks to the larger issue of exclusion of two-spirit communities from discussions 
about sexual violence, gender-oppression, and queerphobia (Deerinwater, 2019). As for the 
unions that do not mention gender at all, this makes it difficult to assess whether these union 
locals recognize the differential impacts of sexual violence on people of all genders.  
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Regarding how the union locals have tweeted about the post-secondary institutions in 
which they are embedded, most of the tweets were negative, some were neutral, and none 
were positive. The majority of tweets criticizing post-secondary institutions and the lack of 
tweets praising them reflects the role of unions in general that involves challenging employers 
in support of good working conditions for employees. These tweets show that the union locals 
are challenging the power that institutions use to reinforce gender inequalities leading to 
sexual violence, uphold a lack of accountability from perpetrators, and maintain poor working 
conditions and low wages for academic workers.  
The vagueness or clarity of the language the union locals use to refer to sexual violence 
plays a role in either replicating or challenging institutional power. Most of the tweets in the 
data were specific when referring to sexual violence and there were a few that used vague 
terms. Explicitly naming sexual violence is important because it allows for more effective ways 
to prevent and address violence. Using vague language when referring to social justice issues 
like sexual violence is problematic because it hinders the ability to understand their serious 
impacts and effectively address and prevent them. Using vague language is a common practice 
among post-secondary institutions, especially in their communications departments (Lalonde, 
2017). Lalonde (2017) found that university communications departments find terms along the 
lines of “sexual violence”, “rape”, and “sexual assault” too alarmist and encourage community 
activists tasked with addressing campus sexual violence to use vague umbrella terms like 
“bullying” and “harassment”. Communications departments also insist on using gender-neutral 
language and avoiding a gender analysis of violence (Lalonde, 2017). As a result, university 
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communications departments are using their power to shape public perception to allow sexual 
violence, as well as the power dynamics leading to it, to continue unaddressed. 
Lastly, when union locals state their commitments to support survivors of sexual 
violence and address the issue, it is important to note whether these statements of solidarity 
come with concrete actions that help those impacted. There were some tweets that vaguely 
stated the unions’ solidarity and commitments to fight violence without specifying how. This 
can be considered “performative allyship”, a common practice in many institutions and 
organizations, including post-secondary. Performative allyship refers to publicly professing 
support for an oppressed group or a social movement without taking tangible action towards 
any meaningful change (Mae, 2019). It commonly appears in the form of symbolic gestures, 
solidarity statements, and superficial actions. For example, universities developing sexual 
violence policies is seen as a progressive move on a superficial level. However, the policies 
themselves still do not benefit survivors and the policymakers often ignore the demands of 
students, activists, and survivors (Reuss, 2016). 
Institutions practice performative allyship to shape the public’s perception about the 
“progressive” actions they take to address sexual violence. The general public falsely believing 
that institutions care about survivors absolves the institutions of accountability and continues 
to harm survivors. Therefore, it is possible that the union locals may be replicating institutional 
oppression that perpetuates sexual violence through performative allyship. An example of a 
concrete action that is not performative allyship is CUPE 3903 (York)’s promise to bargain for 
LGBTQ+ protections and a reminder of their trans fund when they tweeted about Pride. Also, 
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their subsequent tweets during bargaining sessions when they were negotiating for LGBTQ+ 
protections, demonstrates transparency and accountability. 
Gaps in the unions’ efforts to address sexual violence 
As mentioned before, there are a few gaps present in the union locals’ efforts to address 
sexual violence. The three most prominent gaps include: a lack of direct intersectional analysis 
of sexual violence or a connection to capitalism and precarious labour, no mention of the 
unique vulnerability of graduate student workers to sexual violence, and almost no original 
content promoting or challenging problematic mainstream discourses framing sexual violence 
as an individual and carceral issue.  
Not using an intersectional analysis when addressing sexual violence is problematic 
because it can invalidate and exclude the experiences of members who face intersecting 
oppressions, which can result in fewer survivors benefitting from efforts to dismantle rape 
culture. Taking sexual violence out of the context of the various forms of systemic oppression 
that intersect can reproduce those systems if they are not addressed. Since students who face 
multiple forms of oppression are disproportionately vulnerable to sexual violence and not all 
survivors experience it in the same way because of intersecting oppressions (Bourassa et al., 
2017; Harris & Linder, 2017; Khan et al., 2019), it is important to recognize and cater to the 
diverse needs of all survivors. 
Moreover, union locals’ lack of acknowledgement of the role of neoliberal capitalism in 
creating the precarious working conditions and power dynamics that can perpetuate sexual 
violence is also a concern. Studies have shown that precariously employed individuals, 
especially those who are also impacted by misogyny, transphobia, or trans-misogyny, are more 
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likely to experience sexual violence at work from supervisors due to fewer protections 
(Balakrishnan & Brosio, 2019; Miller, 2018). This is relevant to graduate student labour in the 
post-secondary sector because graduate work is precarious and exploitable by faculty with 
power, which increases the risk of sexual violence from faculty supervisors (Jaffe, 2018).  
This is why it is also important for the union locals to address sexual violence within the 
specific context of work performed by graduate student workers and the particular challenges 
that come with it, alongside addressing the issue of sexual violence on campus more generally. 
A primary purpose of unions is to ensure their members are fairly compensated and have safe 
and decent working conditions. Experiencing sexual violence at work violates workers’ safety 
and is a poor working condition, so it would make sense for unions to draw attention to this 
issue. This is especially important considering the unique vulnerability of graduate student 
workers due to the precarity of their jobs and power dynamics with faculty supervisors (Jaffe, 
2018).  
Lastly, the scarcity in content discussing sexual violence in depth gives the audience 
little insight into how the unions view the issue – whether it is as an issue that can be prevented 
by individuals and dealt with by the criminal justice system, or one that should be addressed 
and prevented collectively by dismantling the patriarchal systems that perpetuate it. This can 
be problematic because it can lead to uncertainty around how the union locals’ leadership 
would respond to a survivor coming forward with a sexual violence complaint. If the leadership 
sees sexual violence as an individual and carceral issue, their response could potentially focus 
on the survivors’ actions, which can retraumatize the survivor.  
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Limitations 
Due to time and size constraints of this study, I was only able to collect the union locals’ 
original tweets as data to answer the research questions. A follow-up study can include 
retweets to fill the gap in my study, since retweeting can also be a political act which reveal 
value judgements on the part of the account holder and would therefore give greater insight 
into their views on sexual violence. Also, the nature of Twitter with their character limit, as well 
as the possible limited capacities of the union activists behind the Twitter accounts, leave little 
room for in-depth discussions of sexual violence. These factors also made it challenging to 
assess the effectiveness of their ways of addressing sexual violence, as well as how the union 
locals view the issue. Other data sources such as content from the union locals’ websites, social 
media platforms in addition to Twitter, elsewhere online, or information directly from union 
leaders and members could also be used in further research to address that gap.  
Recommendations 
Based on the findings and analysis, here are eight steps graduate student worker unions can 
take to continue to effectively address sexual violence and dismantle rape culture: 
1. Be specific when referring to sexual violence. Explicitly naming the issue can provide 
more clarity on the behaviours that are happening and the actions to take to effectively 
address it. 
2. Avoid vague commitments by articulating concrete actions, accountability, and 
transparency. This can allow survivors and allies to see how genuine or performative the 
unions’ efforts are. 
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3. Demonstrate and implement an intersectional lens in relation to sexual violence. This 
will serve to validate the experiences of members who face intersecting oppressions, 
which can ensure that all survivors’ voices are heard and included in dismantling rape 
culture. For example, when commemorating Trans Day of Remembrance or addressing 
transphobia or sexual violence more generally, union locals can also acknowledge and 
take action against the disproportionately high rates of violence, often fatal, against 
Black trans women due to trans-misogynoir (“Violence Against the Transgender and 
Gender Non-Conforming Community in 2020,” 2020). Another important intersection 
that needs to be addressed in unions is between sexual violence and ableism, where 
disabled students are more likely than non-disabled students to experience sexual 
violence (Khan et al., 2019), and sexual violence can lead to mental health challenges 
like PTSD, depression, and anxiety (Stermac et al, 2017). It is important to ensure full 
accessibility in all online content, events, and documents so that disabled survivors are 
included and supported. Online content and media can be made more accessible 
through alt text and image descriptions, closed captioning and transcripts for audio and 
videos, and graphics with contrast between text and background colours, legible fonts, 
accessible language, and concise information (strengthcenteredspeech, 2020; 
daemonumx, 2020). Events should be held in accessible spaces, allow service animals, 
and include microphones, sign language interpretation, accessible visuals, and trigger 
warnings. Accessibility information should also be communicated when promoting 
events (Age Friendly Seattle, 2018; Shuman, 2019; Council of Ontario Universities, n.d.). 
The collective agreement, bylaws, and other union-specific resources can be made more 
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accessible by printing out paper copies and putting them in accessible rooms on 
campus. 
4. Acknowledge the role of neoliberal capitalism in creating the precarious working 
conditions and power dynamics that can perpetuate sexual violence.  
5. Get training from a sexual violence expert who uses an anti-oppressive framework to 
learn about sexual violence as a systemic issue that needs to be addressed collectively; 
and be critical of mainstream victim-blaming and carceral discourses that perpetuate 
rape culture. Communicate and promote the idea of it being systemic and the 
importance of collectively addressing sexual violence. 
6. Directly address sexual violence in the context of the workplace and power dynamics 
between graduate student workers and their supervisors. To address cases where a 
worker is harmed by their supervisor, union locals can outline the steps involved in filing 
a complaint with the union local in a way that is simplified and accessible. To address 
situations where a graduate student worker and a faculty member engage in a sexual or 
romantic relationship, union locals should start and maintain conversations about the 
meaning of consent in the context of relationships between graduate student workers 
and faculty due to power dynamics. This can be done through advocating for 
institutional sexual violence policies to address student-professor relationships and 
working with consent-focused organizations on campus to start campaigns about the 
complexities around consent in the context of power dynamics.  
7. If possible, hire a paid communications position, as well as an equity officer position or 
form a gender equity committee if there is not one already. Give the gender equity 
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committee and/or equity officer a say in the content to ensure accuracy, and ensure 
that the gender equity committee includes and is safe for all gender identities.  
8. Bring more diversity into the executive and other committees to represent the diversity 
in membership and diverse needs of survivors. However, it is also important not to 
strictly focus on identity and to combine diversity with social justice (Davis, 2008). Make 
sure members also employ a critical and anti-oppressive lens, since having lived 
experience with oppression does not necessarily guarantee an anti-oppressive 
framework. This can be done by mandating anti-oppression training for all executive and 
other committee members. 
9. Assume there are survivors in the union membership and leadership and encourage 
these individuals to engage in advocacy if they are comfortable. Acknowledge that not 
all survivors will want to engage in these efforts due to safety, capacity, and possible 
triggers. 
Conclusion 
This study used critical discourse analysis through the lens of intersectional and socialist 
feminism to explore the ways that union locals representing graduate student workers in the 
post-secondary sector in Ontario address sexual violence, how they support and engage in 
sexual violence activism, what discourses are present in their efforts, and what is missing. In 
recent years, there have been numerous high-profile cases in universities across Canada, which 
has resulted in greater saliency of sexual violence activism (Quinlan et al., 2017). Many studies 
have shown high sexual violence rates among undergraduate students by other students 
(DeKeseredy et al., 1993). Studies have also shown that graduate students are highly 
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susceptible to sexual violence, particularly from faculty, because graduate students often work 
more closely with faculty members as students (Cantalupo & Kidder, 2017; Rosenthal et al., 
2016) and workers (Jaffe, 2018). The precarity of graduate student labour and the power 
dynamics with faculty make graduate student workers especially vulnerable to sexual violence 
(Jaffe, 2018). This is why it is critical for graduate student worker union locals to be involved in 
sexual violence activism – it is an issue that impacts many of their members. 
My primary data source was original tweets within a four-year time frame between 
March 8, 2016 and March 8, 2020 from six graduate student worker union locals. The union 
locals in my sample were: CUPE 3903 (York), CUPE 2626 (Ottawa), CUPE 4207 (Brock), PSAC 610 
(Western), PSAC 555 (UOIT), and CUPE 3905 (Lakehead). The data consisted of 108 tweets in 
total with a large variation in the amount of tweets between union locals. There were 64 
tweets from CUPE 3903 (York), 20 from PSAC 610 (Western), 14 from CUPE 2626 (Ottawa), nine 
from CUPE 4207 (Brock), one from PSAC 555 (UOIT), and zero from CUPE 3905 (Lakehead).  
According to the Twitter data collected, union locals address sexual violence and engage 
in activism by organizing events, tweeting about post-secondary institutions, showing solidarity 
with other sexual violence activist efforts, updating their members on union-specific matters, 
providing tangible support for survivors, and other miscellaneous activities. The discourses 
present in the tweets mostly deviate from traditional oppressive discourses. The majority of the 
tweets mentioning gender acknowledge and validate gender diversity, most of the tweets 
about institutions are critical, and most tweets explicitly name sexual violence and other issues 
that fit under that umbrella. However, there is insufficient content that shows how the union 
locals view sexual violence, so it is unclear whether they believe it is an individual issue that the 
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police should handle or a systemic issue that should be addressed collectively; and there are 
more tweets stating vague commitments without action than those showing concrete actions 
to fight sexual violence. The gaps in the data include little to no content from PSAC 555 (UOIT) 
and CUPE 3905 (Lakehead), little direct intersectional analysis or connection to capitalism and 
precarious labour, and no content about sexual violence in the specific context of graduate 
student labour. From my analysis of the data, I have come up with nine recommendations for 
graduate student worker union locals to continue to effectively address sexual violence, 
including incorporating an intersectional analysis and discussing sexual violence specifically 
against their members. Overall, this study showed the graduate student worker union locals 
have an important role to play in addressing sexual violence, supporting survivors, and 
dismantling rape culture. A number of unions are active, but there are ways that union locals 
can also be even more effective advocates for members they represent contributing to safer 
and healthier workplaces for all. 
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